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ABSTRACT

NIICLFAR BASHING IN CHERNOBYL COVERAGE:
FACT OR FICTION?

Sharnn M. Friedman, Carole M. Gorney and Brenda P. Egolf
Department of Journalism and Center for Social Research
Lehigh University, Bethlehem, PA 18015

Critics of coverage of nuclear power have charged that the
media overemphasize the importance of nuclear accidents, encour-
age public fear and omit information vital to public understand-
ing of nuclear power and risk. Some also feel there is an anti-
nuclear bias among reporters and editors. This study attempted
to determine if such charges were supported in the first two
weeks of coverage of the Chernobyl accident. Coverage was ana-

lyzed in the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Philadelphia

Inquirer, the Wall Street Journal and the Allentown (Pa.) Morning
Call and on the evening newscasts of CBS, NBC and ABC.

Despite heavy coverage of the -4ccident, no more than 25
percent of any newspaper’s or network’s coverage--often far less
--was devoted to information on safety records, history o< acci-
dents and current status of nuclear industries in various coun-
tries. Even though such information would be background informa-
tion for a breaking news event, not enough was provided to better
the public’s level of understanding of nuclear power or put the
Chernobyl accident in context. Articles and newscasts balanced
use of pro- and anti-nuclear statements, and did not include
excessive amounts of fear-inducing and negative information,
indicating that these newspapers and networks did not take advan-
tage of the accident to attack or "bash" the nuclear industry or
nuclear power in general.

Paper presented to session on "Science Journalism: Facts and
Values," sponsored by the Magazine Division and the Science
Writing Educators’ Group, AEJMC Convention, Washington, D.cC.,
August 11, 1989




NUCLEAR BASHING IN CHERNOBYL COVERAGE: FACT OR FICTION?

Sharon M. Friedman, Carole M. Gorney and Brenda P. Egolf
Lehigh University, Bethlehza; PA 18015

ment officials and even laypersons, have criticized news media
coverage of technological and natural disasters. The media have
been faulted for stressing conflict over substance, events over
issues and speed over accuracy. The criticism has been particu-
larly vehement when it comes to coverage of accidents at nuclear
power plants.

Industry supporters and scholars alike have charged that the
media overemphasize the importance of nuclear accidents regard-
less cf their severity (1), engage in "atom angst," which gener-
ates a public fear of all things nuclear (2) and present the
extreme positions in the nuclear debate (3).

In terms of omission, critics have stressed that news cover-
age of information vital to the public’s understanding of nuclear
power and risk is either skimpy or missing altogether. Radiation
coverage of the accident at Three Mile Island (TMI) was judged as
"abysmally inadequate" by the presidential commission that stud-
ied the accident (4). Nor had it improved very much two years
after the accident in six newspapers published in the region
surrounding TMI (5). We also found a lack of adequate radiation

and risk information in an earlier content analysis of Chernobyl
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coverage (6).

More problematic for the nuclear industry is what many view




as an anti-nuclear stance generated by liberal leanings of re-
porters and editors. Rothman and Lichter identified what they
considered high degrees of skepticism about nuclear energy among
science journalists, journalisés in the prestige press and re-
porters and producers in television. They found a high correla-
tion between this skepticism and political liberalism (7).

When ABC b.oadcast its controversial three-hour documentary
"The Fire Unleashed" less than a year before the Chernobyl acci-
dent, the Atomic Industrial Forum (AIF), as the nuclear industry
trade association was named at that time, charged that both open
and subliminal technigues were used to drive home an anti-nucle-
ar, anti-technology message. The AIF further complained that use
of pro- and anti-nuclear facts and sources was not balanced. "A
predominant technique is to present the anti-nuclear idea, permit
a nuclear spokesman or official to say a few words in defense,
then demolish the defense with a forrent of criticism or opinion,
Oor worse, opinion presented as if it were fact (8).»

A former news broadcaster turned nuclear power plant spokes-
person observéd that "Chernobyl gave journalists a fresh excuse
to continue glamorizing the anti-nuclear power people and their
misleading views--as long as the anti-nuke people remain good for
sensational copy. Given the journalistic mind-set against nu-
clear power, that should be a long time (9)."

As in most matters, there is room for disagreement on how
well the news media have covered nuclear power stories, particu-
larly Chernobyl. The Potomac Communications Group, a Washington,

D.C.-based media analysis service, observed regarding Chernobyl




coverage that the prestige press "avoided the biggest pitfalls

and presented a judicious, thoughtful view of whatever facts
could be known at the time." The Group was not as kind to tele-
vision, however, charging that the networks hyped the story,
using the most extreme fatality figures available and the strong-
est speculation (10).

Even the AIF concluded shortly after the Soviet accident
that both the print and electronic media, with few exceptions,
provided fair reporting of cherpobyl with only few excesses (11).
Tempering its assessment a year later, AIF commented, "But over-
all, the very nature of the competitive media has kept criticism
of nuclear power before the public, not its achievements (12).v

When Chernobyl occurred, the news media had had seven years
since TMI to digest all the criticisms and alter their perfor-
mance. To evaluate the status of nuclear power reporting in at
least some of the nation’s most prestigious media outlets, we
cenducted a content analysis »f selected print and broadcast
coverage of the Chernobyl accident.

As noted before, in an earlier paper, we evaluated coverage
of radiation information, health and envirommental risks and
concluded that "the press and television did not provide enough
radiation or risk information in their coverage of the Chernobyl
accident, “1it what they did provide was appropriate, even-handed
and conservative (13).%

This

study concentrates on the issue of nuclear bashing. We

looked at several questions. Would reporters and editors take

advantage

of Chernobyl to attack the nuclear industry? Would

they provide even-handed or heavily anti-nuclear coverage? How




much and what kind of information would they provide on nuclear
industries in various countries that were involved? rLast, would
readers and viewers get enough information with which to evaluate
a nuclear industry’s current and past performance.

Analyzing such coverage is noz just an acadenmic exercise,
for media coverage of nuclear accidents has serious implications.
A number of studies have shown that mass media coverage is one of
the two most important factors contributing to how people form
perceptions about risk (14). The coverage influences public
opinion and public opinion influenced by fear can result in over-
estimation of risk. such overestimations can eventually lead to
greater government regulation that can cost dearly in terms of

time, money and lost competitiveness.
RESEARCH METHODS

This study covers the first two weeks after the Chernobyl
accident, starting with the evening of April 28 for television
and the morning of april 29 for newspapers, and concluding on May
12. Because of financial constraints and problems in obtaining
complete collections of articles, the study was limited to five
newspapers and to the early evening newscasts of the three major
television networks. The time period was selected to include
coverage of the story as it broke and as it evolved.

The New York Times, Washington post and Philadelphia Inquir-
€r were selected to represent the prestige media, with each
bringing a different perspective. The Times has a large contin-

gent of foreiygn correspondents and science writers and is consid-




ered the U.S. newspaper of record; the Post brings the peolitical
flavor of Washington, D.C., and the Inquirer has shown a special
interest in nuclear power since winning a Pulitzer Prize for its
coverage of the TMI accident. The Wall Street Journal presents
more of a business viewpoint, while the Allentown (Pa.) Morning
Call, a medium-sized daily that is part of the Times-Mirror
chain, represents smaller hometown newspapers. All articles
written by these hewspapers about the Chernobyl accident during
our two-week time frame were analyzed.

Videotapes of the ABC, NBC and CBS newsprograms were obtain-
ed from the Vanderbilt University television archives. Two of
the 45 newscasts aired during the study period were missing and
not coded.

Because part of our goal was to compare newspaper and tele-
vision coverage on the same items, we made coding categories as
parallel as possible. For example, we treated television seg-
ments as c~mparable to paragraphs in a newspaper article and the
opering statement of the television story as headlines and sub-
headlines. A segment of a te_evision broadcast was considered to
begin with each new speaker. So a newscast starting with a
statement by an anchorperson, switching to a reporter in the
field, and then switching to an expert source would have been
counted as having three segments. Each segment averaged about 45
seconds.

The Chernobyl accident affected not only the U.S. and Soviet
nuclear industries, but also those in Eastern and Western Europe.
Therefore, we analyzed how the information provided in the U.S.

coverage related not only to the U.S. nuclear industry but to




those in the soviet Union and Europe as well.

Considering this was coverage of an accident, one would not
expect “"good news" about nuclear power to emanate from the media.
Their focus would most likely be on past safety records, previous
accidents, the status of the nuclear industry (good or bad) in a
particular country or region, criticisms and attacks against the
industry, calls for change and the need for additional government
controls. They also probably would recall past accidents at
particular nuclear power plants.

To look at these factors, we recorded any reference to cxr
information abcut them for the United States, the soviet Union,
Eastern Europe and Western Europe. We made no attempt to cate-
gorize whether such references were positive or negative for the
industry. when appropriate, we counted paragraphs or segments
and coded them into three categories: 1-2, 3-5 or 6 or more para-
graphs or segments. Several measures were coded based on men-
tions of at least one sentence. Pamsing r 1tions of only several
words were not coded. For most measures, we looked for differ-
ences in the frequencies, percentage of total covixrage and depth
of coverage among the various newspapers and television networks.

Five undergraduate students and two research assistants
coded the Chernobyl articles and newscasts after a number of
training sessions. Intercoder reliablilty tests averaged 90.7

bercent for the measures discussed.
RESULTS

During the first two weeks of the Chernobyl accident, 394




articles appeared in the five newspapers and there were 45 news-
casts on the three networks, 43 of which were included in this
study. The majority of articles appeared in the three prestige

newspapers while the three networks bi nadcast a similar number of

newscasts as shown in Table 1.

Although a significant number of articles were written on
Chernobyl by the five newspapers under consideration, not much
information dealt with the nuclear industry or nuclear power in
general. At no time did more than 25 percent of the total news-
paper coverage include information specifically dealing with
nuclear power plants (other than Chernobyl), their safety re-
cords, accident histories, current status, attacks or calls for
increasing government regulation. For a number of measures, less
than 10 percent of the total coverace was involved.

Televisior was even skimpier in providing coverage of the
nuclear industry. Despite extensive airtime devoted to Cher-
nobyl--222 minutes during the first week--for any measure, no
more than nine (21 percent) of the 43 newscasts contained any
information related to the nuclear industry or nuclear power.
Usually the number of newscasts involved for a measure was only
two or three.

This paucity of coverage about nuclear power and the nuclear
industry should not be very surprising, however. The main focus
of the Chernobyl story was the accident itself and radiation
fallout concerns. Even radiation information only appeared in
184 or 46.7 percent of the newspaper articles and 60 percent of

the 43 television newscasts (15). The drama was the accident and

the actual or potential victims. Numbers of studies of techno-
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logical disasters have shown that contextual, long-range issues--
such as how the Chernobyl accident would affect the nuclear in-
dustry-—-are not the media’s immediate concerns (16, 27).

Only 10.4 percent or 41 articles had as their primary
subject the effect of the Chernobyl accident or or comparisons
with the U.S. nuclear industry. Four articles had this subject
as the secondary focus of the story. One might expect that as
the Soviets got the accident under coatrol, the emphasis might
shift away from victims and accident details to more long-term
consequences. However, at least with articles dealing with
consequences for the U.S. nuclear industry, this was not the
case. Twenty-eight appeared in the first week’s coverage, while
13 appeared during the second weel. None of the newscasts haa
Chernobyl’s effect on or comparison with the U.S. nuclear

industry as either their primary or secondary focus.

Safety Records and Past. Accidents

When a reporter deals with a negative event or situation, he
or she usually includes any past record of s&milar occurrences.
This provides information about whether this event is an unusual
situation or one in a pattern of problems. When the media report
about public officials, they loock at their history and voting
records; when they report about Congress, they include informa-
tion about what happened in the past. Even when they report
about chemical spills, they usually look to see if the company
involved has had a history of such occurrences. Therefore, one
would expect that with an ascident such as Chernobyl, the media

would report on the safety records and accident histories of the
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industry involved not only in the Soviet Union, but also in the
United states and throughout Europe.

‘The most information included about safety records or pre-
vious accidents was for the United States. Although chernobyl
was a Soviet accident and concentrating on the Soviet nuclear
industry might have been more appropriate, the U.S. media chose
to emphasize the U.S. situation. This is not surprising since
information about the American nuclear industry is not difficult
to obtain and comparisons betweén the Soviet and U.S. nuclear
industries were inevitable. wWhat is surprising is that there was
not more coverage. Only 22.6 percent of the newspapers articles
(89 articles) included it. And& 56 of *these included only a brief
mention of 1-2 paragraphs. Only 23 articles contained informa-
tion that was 3-5 paragraphs long and 10 included information
that was six or more paragraphs in length.

As can ke seen in Table 2, the Philadelphia Inquicer ran fhe
most references in 28 articles, but this was only two meore than
the Post and nine more than the Times. The Ihquirer and the Post
devoted about the same percentage of their total coverage to
referring co information about past history and previous acci-
dents, while the Times’ percentage was quite a bit lower. The
Journal and the cCall ran a smaller number of articles with such
information but these articles represented a greater proportion
of their total coverage. This trend will continue throughout
these data and clearly is related to the small numbers of arti-
cles each of these newspapers published on Chernobyl. However,

since we are dealing with the universe of such articles during
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this time period for these newspapers, the percentage of total
coverage they devoted to various issues is an important factor.
Particularly noteworthy is the proportion of such information ir
the Call, appearing in 47.4 percent of its coverage.

The Inquirer not only had the most articles, but they were
also the longest, representing 43.5 percent of the 3-5 paragraph
stories and 50 percent of those of 6 or more paragraphs.

Eight newscasts (18.6 percent) included this information.
As can be seen from the table, CBS aired half of them, including
one that was 6 or more segments long.

Despite the emphasis on the U.S. nuclear industry, since
this accident occurred in the Soviet Union, one would expect
something published about the history of its nuclear industry.
Balancing that expectation, however, is the secrecy surrounding
nuclear power in general in the Soviet Union before the Chernobyl
accident. While we do not know the lengths to which the media
went to get background information about past accidents or the
safety record of nuclear power in the Soviet Union, we found
information on it in only 6.1 percent of the articles. Of these
24 articles, 21 included references that were 1-2 paragraphs.
The Inquirer had references in eight stories, the Times, seven,
the Post, four, the Journal, three, and the Call, two. Two of
the Inquirer’s references were more than six paragraphs. The
Journal devoted the greatest proportion of its coverage to in-
cluding these references, 12 percent, followed by the call with
1C.5 percent and the Inquirer with 7.1 percent.

Again, only 18.6 percent or eight newscasts contained refer-

ences to nuclear records or to previous accidents, this time for
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the Soviet Union. Seven of these contained only 1-2 segments of
such infer _mation and there was little variation among the net-
works.

For the Soviet Union, also of concern was whether the arti-
cles included information as why nuclear plants were economically
or politically important for that nation. Only 21 articles (5.3
percent) included such information and 13 of the references were
only 1-2 paragraphs. Here, the Times had the most references--10
out of 21. Only three newscasts provided information cn the
Soviet situation and these were all only 1-2 segments.

Information about why the Soviets had used a graphite reac-
tor design rather than another type also could cast light on
nuclear operations in that nation. Despite this being an impor-
tant part of the accident scenario, only seven articles included
such information and all were only 1-2 paragraphs. Four of these
references were in the Times. One newscast on NBC provided 1-2
segments on this information.

While Easte..: and Western Europe’s nuclear plants were not
directly involved in the accident, concerns over radioactive
fallout experienced by some of the nations brought up the issue
of their nuclear industries’ situation.

Only three articles (0.8 percent) appeared about Eastern
Europe’s nuclear industries’ safety records or past accidents,
while 16 (4.1 percent) provided information about similar factors
for Western Europe’s plants. Three-quarters of the Western Euro-
pean references were only 1-2 paragraphs. Six articles included

such information in the Post, five in the Inquirer, three in the
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Timés and two in the call. None appeared in the Journal. The
Call again devoted a greater percentage of its coverage, 10.5
percent, to this issue than the other newspapers. It also ran
one of two articles that included at least six paragraphs on this
subject; the other was in the Times. Although it may be only a
reflection of the small number of total articles in the call, its
Ccoverage of the safety records and accident histories in the
United states, the Soviet Union and Western Europe represents a
larger percent of its coverage than that of all of the other

newspapers.

On televisinn, the s$fety records of Europe’s nuclear in-
dustries were largely ignored. No newcasts contained references
to any Eastern European situation and references about Western
Europe appeared as 1-2 segments each in only two newscasts (4.7
percent). One was on°CBS and the other on NBC.

Considering that the Windscale accident, which occurred in
Great Britain, was similar to the Chernobyl accident; that nu-
clear experts from various European countries were being called
on for help with the graphite fire by the Soviet Union, and that
there were some very good and bad operating histories throughout
Europe, one would have expected more coverage. Information in
Western Europe was easy to find. Publications there, particu-
larly in Germany and Austria, have written extensively about
nuclear power issues in their countries. To account for the lack
of information, we can only speculate that U.S. reporters did not
follow nuclear issues in Europe and that foreign correspondents
for U.S. newspapers did not consider nuclear power a major cover-

age area and did not know much about the subject.
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Current Status

It would not ke balanced to. inciude information about past
accidents and safety records if no information was included about
the current status of t{he nuclear industry in each of the coun-
tries or regions. fTherefore, we searched the newspapers and
television newscasts for references that could tell readers and
viewers how the industries were currently faring. Again, we made
no attempt to decide whether this information was favorable or
negative.

Oniy 11.4 percent of the newspaper coverage included such
information on the status of the U.S. industry--45 articles.
This is about half the number of articles written about the past
nistory or accident records of U.S. nuclear plants. Of those
discussing the current status, 27 included references that were
1-2 paragraphs long, but 11 were six or more paragraphs. about
42 percent (19) of all of these references appeared in the In-
quirer, representing 17 percent of its coverage. Four of these
were 6 or more paragraphs. The Times ran 10 articles (7.6 per-
cent of its coverage) wuile the Post printed nine (8.5 percent).
However, the newspaper that provided the largest percantage of
its coverage on this issue was the Journal, with 28 percent or
seven articles. The Call ran none.

Only 29 references appeared on the current status of the
Soviet nuclear industry; this represented five more references
than had been made for past safety or accident history. The
Inquirer printed 12 (10.7 percent of its coverage) of these, but

most were only 1-2 paragraphs. The Times ran nine references:
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four of these were § or more paragraphs. The Post had four re-
ferences, the Journal, three, and the call, one. The Journal
once again devoted more of its coverage to this measure than the
other newspapers--12 i-.rcent.

Five articies included references about the current status
of Eastern European nuclear industries, while 18 referred +o
those in Western Europe. These too were slightly more than the
references made for both regions about accident histories. The
Times, Post and Inquirer printed around the same numkar for Wes-
tern Europe, between 5-6 articles. The Journal ran two refer-
ences for the largest percentage of coverage, 8 percent.

Four newscasts or 9.3 percent discussed the current status
of the U.S. nuclear industry and féur included information on the
current status in the Soviet Union. Of these eight, only one was
longer than 1-2 segments. CBs';ired half of the newscasts and
the rest were evenly 'plit between NBC and asc. Oonly one
newscast on CBS referred to Eastern Europe’s current nuclear
status and none dealt with the status in Western Eurcpe.

This lack of coverage of the current status of the nuclear
industry in any of the-countries or regions involved was not
helpful for readers or viewers concerned about the safety of
nuclear power, Concentrating on safety records and past acci-
dents was potentially misleading because changes had been made by
the U.S. industry, particularly after the accident at TMI, to
provide more rigorous attention to safety factors. VYet twice as
much information about U.s. past accidents and safety records was
published and broadcast than about the current situation. fThis

was not the case with information about the Soviet and European
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industries, but this was probably not due to concern over balance
in coverage between the past and present situations. More likely
is was because less was known about their histories and therefore
reporters scrambling to cover the story only dealt with what was

currenuly the case.

Negative Information

Even when a minor nuclear accident occurs, nuclear power is
usually criticized. With an accident the size of Chernobyl, the,
mass media could have played up.numerous attacks on nuclear power
as well as other factors that would work against the industry.
This would be particularly true if the mass media were as anti-
nuciear as some have claimed.

We looked at three measures to evaluate how much negative
information the media had relayed not specifically about Cher-
nobyl, but about nuclear power or a nuclear industry in general.
our task in trying to sort out what countries were the subjects
of such negative information was complicateq by combinations that
sources often made in naming various nations. Therefore, we not
only had to code for the standard four countries or regions, but
also for various combinations of them as well as the catchall
"everywhere."

About 19 percent (76 articles) of the print coverage includ-
ed attacks on or criticism of nuclear power or the nuclear ir-
dustry. As can be seen in Table 3, 55.3 percent of these attacks
or criticisms were directed at the United States, 15.8 percent at
the Soviet Union, 10.5 percent at the United States and the Sov-

iet Union and 9.2 percent for everywhere. The Inquirer printed
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the most attacks and criticisms, 25, appearing in "22.3 percent of

its coverage. While the Journal published only 9 attacks or
criticisms, this represented 36 percent of its coverage. The
Call ran 6 attacks or criticisas, representing 31.6 percent of
its coverage. Both the Times and the Post included various
attacks and criticism in about 15 percent of their coverage.
Around 17 percent (68 articles) of the total coverage in-
cluded informaticn that changes should be made or need to be made
in the nuclear industry. Again, the majority of these referen-
ces, 51.5 percent, were directed at the Unitec States, with 14.7
percent for the Soviet Union and 22.1 percent for everywhere.
The Inquirer ran the most articles that included this informa-
tion, 23, which was 20.5 percent of its coverage. The highest
percentage of coverage appeared in the Call, 31.6 percent (6 ’
articles), followed by the Journal, 28 percent (7 articles). The
Post included calls for change in 17 percent of its coverage (18
articles), while the Times included them in about 10.6 percent of
its coverage (14 articles).

The last negative measure related to calls for additional
government regulation of either nuclear power or the nuclear
industry. oOnly 35 articles included such calls, with 57.1
percent of these directed toward the United States, 11.4 percent
toward the Soviet Union and 20 percent for everywhere There was
not much difference among the major newspapers, but once again
the Inquirer had the most articles with such calls, 10, compared
to 9 for the Post and 8 for the Times. The Journal and the call

each had four. fThe call led the percent of coverage with 21.1
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percent, followed by the Journal with 16 percent, the Inquirer
with 8.9 percent, the Post with 8.5 percent and the Times with
6.1 percent.

The vast majority of newscasts did not include attacks or
calls for changes. Attacks against or criticism of the nuclear
industry appeared in only two newscasts for the Ur.ited States and
one for the Soviets. Thirty-eight newscasts or 88.4 percent
contained no attacks or criticism at all. Changes called for in
the nuclear industry were discussed in only one newscast and
referred to the United States. Calls for more government regula-
‘tion appeared in only itwo newscasts, one of which dealt with the
United states.

Considering the major impact of the Chernobyl accident, one
would have expected more articles and newscasts to contain these
negative aspects, particularly if the pro-nuclear critics of the
nredia were correct.. That not being the case, one still has éo
remember that although there were only a small number of negative
comments, more than half of those appearing in newspapers were
directed at the U.S. nuclear industry, whicﬁ was not responsible
for the Chernobyl accident. Although this may have been because
both reporters and their sources knew more about the American
nuclear industry than about its counterparts in the Soviet Union
and Europe, somewhat more negative information about the U.S.
industry appeared than seemed called for given the situation.

It is also interesting to note that while 76 articles in-
cluded attacks or criticisms and 68 called for change, only 35
called for additional governmental regulation. This was much

milder than what occurred during and after the TMI accident. One
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could speculate that the lack of proximity and immediate danger
for U.S. citizens played a factor or this also could reflect a
cynical feeling that increased government regulation de=s3 not

seem to stop such accidents.

Fear Factors

In addition to negative information, we also looked at sev~
eral factors, beyond radiation reporting, that could induce fear
of nuclear power in readers and viewers. (We exempt radiation
reporting because we have already reported on it elsewhere and

its fear-inducing elements not only involve the nuclear industry

but also many other factors.)

One of the factors we looked at was whether headlines in the
various newspapers would make readers fear nuclear power. Al-
though this is a subjective judgment, the answers seemed quite
conclusive and somewhat surprising. About 75 percent of the
headlin»s were judged as not causing any fear of nuclear power,
while only about 15 percent were considered.as positive fear
inducers. Some of the headlines, 10.4 percent, were considered
not clear in this factor. Of the 57 headlines that were judged
to induce fear of nuclear power, 22 appeared in the Inquirer, 18
in the Times, 12 in the Post, 4 in the Journal and 1 in the call.
About 20 percent of the Inquirer’s total headlines were consider-
ed positive fear inducers, along with 16 percent of the Jour-
nal’s, about 14 percent of the Times’, about 11 percent of the
Post’s and around 5 percent of the Call’s.

Opening statements were coded in place of headlines for

television. Twenty-one newscasts (49 percent) were judged as
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baving openings that would not induce fear of nuclear power,
while only 6 (13.9 percent) were considered as fear inducing.
Another 37 pe.cent were not clear about thiy.

We also considered mention of the TMI accident as a factor
that could make people fearful of nucleaf power since 3% had
‘happened in. the United States and been covered heavily by the
mass media. Although there are few proven health effects from
the escape of radiation at TMI, the accident is still considered
a major disaster by many citizens in the United States. Remind-
ers of it could recall for readers and viewers fear of nuclear
pbwer activities in the United states.

Eighty-eight articles (22.3 percent) mentioned the TMI acci-
dent. The majority of these references were 1-2 paragraphs, but
17 were 3-5 paragraphs long and three were 6 or more. As can be
seen in Table 4, 30 of these references, including two of the
three long ones, appeared in the Inquirer. This represents 34.1
percent of all of the references to TMI in these newspaper:s,

- while the Post followed closely with 30.7 percent (27) of the
references to TMI. In this instance, the Inquirer even surpassed
the Journal and the Call in devoting the greatest percent cf
coverage, 26.8 perrent.

TMI was mentioned in eight newscasts (18.6 percent), half of
which were aired on CBS. That network aired one reference trat
was 6 segments or longer, one of Z [ segments and two 1-2 seg-
ments. NBC ran 1-2 segments on three of its newscasts.

Discussion of a U.S. nuclear plant that had a graphite reac-

tor similar to Chernobyl also was considered a potential fear-
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inducing factor, so references to the Hanford reactor in the
state of Washington also were measured. Only 23 articles (5.8
percent) mentioned Hanford, but siyx of these references were 6 or
more paragraphs. As shown in Table 4, the Times printed eight
(34.8 percent) of the references, while the Inquirer ran seven
(30.4 percent). The call devoted the greatest percentage of its
coverage, 10.5 percent, followed by the Journal with 8 percent.

Fox comparison, other U.S. nuclear reactors were mentioned
in 45 articles (11.4 percent), with 15 of these references being
six or more paragraphs. Table 4 shows that the Inquirer and
Times each had 13 references (28.9 percent). The Journal includ-
ed such references in 28 percent of its total coverage and the
Call did so in 21 percent. Four references of six or more para-
graphs were found in each of the three large newspapers.

Hanford was included in coverage in only two newscasts, one
each on ABC and NBC. ABC devoted 3-5 segments to the subject,
while NBC only showed 1-2 segments. oOther U.S. nuclear reactors
were discussed in only one newscast on NBC for 1-2 segments.

Based on these measures, it does not appear that the media
overplayed any fear-inducing facters that would raise risk expec-
tations of their readers and Viewers, perhaps with the exception
of raising the specter of the TMI accident. Even there, however,
less than 25 percent of the coverage concerned TMI and the major-

ity of references were only one or two paragraphs.

Pro- and Anti-Nuclear Commentary
Another way to measure whether the newspapers and television

networks in this study were biasing their coverage in an anti-
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nuclear fashion, is to look at whether they balanced their use of
pro- and anti-nuclear information sources.

The incidence of use of sources that could be readily iden-
tified as pro- or anti-nuclear was relatively small. Pro-nuclear
sources provided statements in 34 articles. Of these, 19 of them
(55.9 percent) were matched with a statement by an anti-nuclear
source. The Inquirer had the most statements involving pro-nu-
clear sources (12) and, of these, two-thirds were matched. The
only newspaper to use more non-matched than matched references
for pro-nuclear statements was fhe Post.

Forty-seven articles contained statements from anti-nuclear
sources. That represents such statements in 11.9 percent of the
total coverage versus 8.6 percent for pro-nuclear sources. Of
these 47 statements, 25 or 53.2 percent were matched with a
statement from a pro-nuclear source. The Inquirer once again had
the most statements, 21; of these 11 were not matched and 10
were. The Times had 6 not matched and 5 matched; all of the
others b~d more several more matched than non-matched statements
in articles.

Providing balance does not just mean matching quote for
quote, it also means providing a similar amount of space. Forty
percent of 30 articles where opposite viewpoints were given had
approximately the same amount of space for each point of view.
About 37 percent gave more space to the anti-nuclear view, while
23.3 percent gave more space to the pro-nuclear view. Except for
the Journal, all of the ¢ her newspapers had several more un-
equally than equally balanced articles relating to space, with

the Post and the Inquirer each providing a few more articles that
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gave the anti-nuclear view more space.

Pro-nuclear statements on television were identified in only
17 newscasts (about 39.5 percent), with nine balanced by an anti-
nuclear statement. Anti-nuclear opinions were used in 11 news-
casts (25.6 percent), with seven balanced with pro-nuclear state-
ments. Four newscasts (three on NBC) provided more time to the
pro-nuclear view point and five (three on CBS) gave more time to
the anti-nuclear position.

While it appears a few mcre readily identifiable anti-
nuclear sources were used, their statements were balanced by pro-
nuclear statements about as often as pro-nuclear source state-
ments were countered with tho'.:» from an anti-nuclear source.

Even regarding airtime or newspaper space, the pro- ard anti-
groups appeared to receive about equal treatment, indicating

balanced coverage from this perspective.

Differences Among the Newspapers

In trying to decide which newst ~+~vided the most cover-

age of nuclear power issues and the nuclear industry, one has to
evaluate this in two ways. First, we have three prestige news-
papers which all pubiished about the same number of articles on
Chernobyl. Then we have two newspapers which produced a much
smaller number of articles. To judge based on frequencies alorne
would eliminate their coverage as a factor. Therefore, we will
look at two aspects in making this judgment, frequencies for the
larger newspapers and percentage of total coverage for all five.
Looking first at frequencies, it is e¢lear that the Inquirer

is the leader. In almost every measure, it provided more articles
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with references to nuclear power or the nuclear industry than

either the Times or the Post. As mentioned earlier, the Inquirer
has a history of being interested in covering nuclear pcwer.
After winning the Pulitzer Prize for its coverage of the TMI
accident, it has continued to follow the TMI situation very
closely. 1In 1986, it won the Edward J. Meeman Award, one of the
Scripps Howard Foundation national journalism awards, for a
series on the TMI cleanup, although the series was heavily dis-
puted by GPU Nuclear, the operator of MI. It is not hard to
conclude that for the Inguirer, nuclear power is an important
issue to be followed closely. Because it does so, it was able to
provide more nuclear industry background information for its
readers during the Chernobyl accident.

A rmber of pro-nuclear organizations including GPU Nuclear
have claimed that the Inquirer has an anti-nuclear bias. How-
ever, before one jumps to a similar . ‘clusion based on this
study, it should be remembered that, for some of the measures
involv- , no judgment was made as to whether the information
provides was positive or negative about the nuclear industry. It
is only with negative and fear-inducing information that we con
clearly say the Inquirer presented a somewhat more negative view.
It did print a few more articles than the other prestige news-
papers that included attacks or criticism about U.S. nuclear
power, thct mentioned that changes needed to be made and that
called for additional regulation. It included more articles
about the %JMI accident than the others (although TMI is almost a

local story for this newspaper and more mention normally would be
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expected) and it printed about 39 percent of the headlines that
could cause people to fear nuclear power. Our earlier study of
‘Chernobyl radiation reporting done by these publications found
that the Inguirer printed more stories that had higher risk as-
sessments, had more links between loaded words and radiation and

ran more articles containing worst-case scenarios.

Based on all of these measures, a pattern does appear that
indicates the Inquirer has a somewhat more anti-nuclear position
than the other prestige newspapers, but it is-: . as strong (at
least in these measures) as some pro-nuclear critics profess it
to be. This mild anti-nuclear stance is further reinforced by
looking at the total percentage of articles that included such
references for these three newspapers. For all of the negative
or fear-inducing measures, the Inquirer provided the largest
percentage of its total coverage, compared to the Times and the

Post. However, the strength of these anti-nuclear leanings was

not shown to be that great and could even be a result of the
Inquirer just providing more coverage of the nuclear industry
overall.

As to the other newspapers, the Times printed the smallest
number of articles with references about negative or fear-induc-
ing information and devoted the least percentage of its total
coverage to including such references. The Times also provided
the lowest number of references overall concerning nuclear power
and the nuclear industry in general. The Washington Post falls
in the middle of the group, but, with a few exceptions, is closer
to the Times in the percent of its coverage devoted to these

measures,




For the Journal and the Call, in particular, looking at the

percentage of coverage is important. For many measures, the
Journal or the Call provided references in a larger percentage of
their total coverage than did the three prestige newspapers.
Clearly, the small number of Chernobyl articles they published
(25 in the Journal and 19 in the Call), affects these propor-
tions. However, it is important to remember that readers of
these publications got more information about the nuclear indus-
try and nuclear power and, in particular, more negative and fear-
inducing informatior proportionally than did readers of the pres-
~tige newspapers. In fact, thése two newspapers devoted a higher
percentage of their coverage to every negative or fear-inducing
measure, except referring to the TMI accident, than did any of
the prestige ewspapers. By tbis measure, both the Journal and
the Call showed a stronger pattern of anti-nuclear leaning than
the Inquirer, although it is still not a major factor in their
coverage. This pattern possibly occurred because the larger num-
ber of articies in the prestige newspapers diluted their coverage
of negative and fear-inducinrg factors, while the small number of
articles in the Journal and Post concentrated it.

The question remains as to whether there was a better show-
ing on covering the nuclear industry and nuclear power on the
part of the Journal and the Call than the three prestige newspa-
pers. Proportionally, the answer has to be yes, although their
concentration on negative and fear-inducing information is dis-
quieting. But beyond this is the factor of the small number of

articles they printed and this overrides a positive answer. From




an overall view, looking at both frequencies and percentages of
total coverage, the Inquirer comes out as providing the most
coverage of the nuclear industry and nuclear power and should be
commended for doing so. This commendation, however, has to be
tempered with some concern over the Inquirer’s mild anti-nuclear

stance.

Differences Among the Hetworks

There were more similarities than differenceé in the coverage
of these measures by the three television networks. What the
networks had most in common was the dearth of background informa-
tion on the status of the nuclear industry, and their passivity
in airing any criticism against the industry, not only that in
the United States but also in the Soviet Union.

CBS provided more newscasts with information than the other
two networks for a number of measures, such as the mention of the
TMI accident. However, 15 newscasts were analyzed for CBS and
only 14 each for NBC and ABC, so the extra newscast might be a
factor when dealing with frequencies. 1In looking at percentage
of total coverage, a somewhat different picture emergeé. For all
measures in this study, NBC provided 9.6 percent of its coverage,
compared to 7.7 percent for CBS and 5.7 percent for ABC. For
information about the history and current status of nuclear
industries in the various countries, CBS devoted 8.9 percent of
its coverage, 8.3 percent for NBC and 4.8 percent for ABC. Fear-
inducing opening statements appeared in 21.4 percent of NBC’s
coverage, compared to 13.3 percent for CBS and 7.1 percent for

ABC. While this seems to be a major difference, we are only

26 29




talking about three fear-inducing opening statements for NBC
compared to two for CBS and one for ABC.

Because the numbers and differences are small, it is diffi-
cult to detect any trends among the networks. CBS provided more
references in newscasts on some issues--particularly those relat-
: ing to the status and history of nuclear industries. Yet NBC

provided more percentage of coverage overall. The only differ-
ence that stands out is that ABC was not as active in covering
these issues as CBS and NBC.

One caution about this study’s findings should be made for
television. Counting segments or statements does not provide the
total story. Television depends heavily on pictures and sound
and all these elements must be taken into account in evaluating
coverage. A previous study ( 8) that attempted to correlate both
pictures and numbers found 14 examples of inflammatory linkages
between words and graphics on all three networks in the first
week of coverage after the accident. Chernobyl also received an
exXaggerated amount of television coverage--a fact that more than
one study has indicated tends to bias viewefs’ perceptions of

risk (19).

CONCLUSTIONS

It is apparent that even as a background or explanatory
factor, the status of nuclear power or the nuclear power industry
was not considered very important for Chernobyl coverage. That
three of the nation’s most prestigious newspapers did not devote
more space to covering the measures discussed here is disturbing.

How-are readers to gain perspective about nuclear power if they
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do not have background information?

Given the short timeframe for television newscasts, the
networks could be considered less at fault in this situation
since they have a harder time fitting in background information. -
However, many minutes of Ccoverage were devoted to CHernobyl by
the networks over two weeks and more information about nuclear
power and the status of the nuclear industry could have been
provided.

One could argue that during a nuclear plant accident is
not the time to provide such background information since the
focus is on other factors. VYet, it might be the best time to do
SO0. Many more people read or view something to do with nuclear
power when it involves breaking news such as an accident than at
other times. Also, since an accident is "bad news," it is a mark
of balanced reporting to provide additional information to put
that bad news into context.

We must conclude that overall the five hewspapers and three
television networks did not provide enough information on these
issues to help their readers or viewers evaluate the nuclear
industries’ current and past performance. This evidence, added
to that we have already reported on lack of background informa-
tion regarding radiation reporting in the Chernobyl coverage,
gives us serious pause. .

More and more studies dealing with coverage of both techno-
logical and natural hazards are documenting a lack of coverage of
long~term issues--where, as Wilkins says, the event is the only

story the media believe is worth reporting. Wilking’ comments
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concern coverage by U.S. media about the Bhopal accident.

they could apply just as easily to other less serious situations

#

regarding radon, toxic chemicals and other environmental and
Wilkins also notes that "people use media for
something vital in their lives: to help them attempt to gain a
sense of psychological security through the type of environmental
surveillance that only the media--in this information age--can

provide." She rightly points out that such surveillance is
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’: ' health hazards.
W

|

|

|

i

| subject to nuance and that the nuance of events in Bhopal and the
various decisions and events which contributed to it, were most
often missing in media reports (290).

We believe that similar nuances about nuclear power and the
nuclear power industry were absent from much of the coverage we
analyzed concerning the Chernobyl accident. For researchers,
industrial executives and government officials involved in com-
municating about various risks, this lack of coverage of long-
term issues, background factors and the nuances of a risky situa-
tion in the mass media must be a very serious c<oncern. Calls for
change in media behavior by researchers and others have gone
unheeded. Instead, information sources should learn from these
studies that they must make it easy for members of the public to
get such information and not depend on the mass media to convey
it for them.

Although the newspapers and television networks did not
provide enough information, on a more positive note, they did not
advantage of the Chernobyl accident to attack the nuclear indus-

try and the coverage they did provide was predominantly even-

handed in its approach.




Of course, coverage of a major accident that killed 31
people and subjected thousands to exposure to a drifting ~loud of
radiation is not going to improve the image of nuclear power.

Our study accepts as a given that the overall Chernobyl coverage
will have made many people more fearful of nuclear power. In-
stead, we tried to evaluate whether the newspapers and networks
we studied reinforced or added to this fear by going overboard in
conveying fear-inducing and negative information on more general
factors relating to nuclear power. While a mild anti-nuclear
stance appears in the Inquirer and perhaps the Journal and the

Call, the clear answer is that none of the newspapers or networks

went overboard, as perhaps Rothman, Lichter and other pro-nuclear
critics would have predicted.

Some critics would probably say the media did not have to,
that the negative factors of the accident itself were enough.

But to be fair, it was an excellent opportunity for bashing the
nuclear industry and these media outlets did not, for the most
part, take advantage of it.

One factor that could be considered as unbalanced was that
they did provide more references that included attacks and crit-
icism, calls for change and calls for additional government regu-
lation involving the U.S. nuclear industry, even though the
accident had occurred in the Soviet Union and was not connected
to U.S. practices. But common sense would expect this additional
scrutiny of the U.S. industry since it is more familiar and much
more accessible than that irn the Soviet Union or those in Europe.

As we noted earlier, media coverage of nuclear accidents can have
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an overestimation of risk. Wlile coverage of all of the factors

involved in the Chernobyl accident might have contributed to such

an overestimation, coverage of background factors relating to
nuclear power and the nuclear industry by these newspapers and
networks should not have done so. Nuclear bashing was fiction,

serious ramifications, particularly if that coverage results in
not fact, in their coverage of Chernobyl.
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TABLE 1

Total Number ~f Articles and Newscasts on Chernobyl

NeWspaper or Network

Kew York Times
Philadelphia Inquirer
Waghington Post

Wall Street Journal
Allentown Morning call
TOTAL--NEWSPAPERS

ABC
(: 1]
NBC
TOTAL--NETWORKS

TABLE 2

from April 28-May 12, 1986

Jotal Articles/Newscasts

14
15
14
43*

32.6
34.9
32.6
100.1

References to Safety Records and/or Past Accidents of the U.S.
Nuclear Industry by Newspaper or Network in Percent of Each
Neuspaper’s Coverage and Number of Paragraphs or Segments

Newspaper/Network

total

References

Philadelphia Inquirer
Washington Post

New York Times
Allentown Morning Call
Wall Street Journal
YOTAL--NEWSPAPERS

C8S
ABC
NBC
TOTAL--NETWORKS

28
26
19

89

o NN

% of its n of para./segs.
coverage 1-2 3-5 6+
25 13 10 5
24.5 15 8 3
14 4 15 3 1
47.4% 6 2 1
28 7 0 0
n/a 56 23 10
26.7 3 0 1
14.3 0 2 0
14.3 1 1 0
n/ée 4 3 1

st Ak ot o x4 iman v n e




References tnat Included Attacks on or Criticisms of
Nuclear Power or a Nuccear Industry in a Country by Newspaper or Ketwork

Newspapers/

Networks

P. Inquirer
NY Times

W. Post

W.S. Journal
A. Morn. Callt
TOTAL--PAPERS

ABC
CBS
KBC

TOTAL--NETWORKS

* US=United States; SU=Soviet Union,

EVERY=Everywhere. Other combinations

references.

References to U.S. Nuclear Power Plants by Newspaper/Network

Newspaper/Netuork

P. Inquirer
NY Times

W. Post

W.S. Journal
A. Morn. Call

TOTAL--NEWSPAPERS

NBC
CBS
A3C

TOTAL--NETWORKS

30
21
27

as

0O = & W

- O - O

EE

o 0 o0 o

%X of

coverage

26.8
15.9
25.5
24.0
21.1
n/a

o 0O oo
[ =2 -~ -~ B~
o oo o
o O oo
0o 0O oo
N = - O

EE=Eastern Europe,
of countries did not have any

References to:

N = O =
3
-0 O =

Number of Attacks/Criticisms by Countries™*
US&SU US&WE SU&WE EE&WE EVERY OTHER TOTAL

n

50
42
39
15
10

156

- N U

o o0 o o

WE=Western Europe,

Total

%X of

coverage

32.1
26.9
25.0
9.6
6.4
100.0

45.5
36.4
18.2
100.1
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